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	Time in the Office 2: Placing Blame

DISCLAIMER: Not my circus, not my monkeys. Not my sandbox, not my Solos. Also not making any money.

NOTE: In the grand scheme of things, my In-laws are in town and I need fluff to get through the visit, so I wrote this today. If you've read the new Marvel "Princess Leia" comic series, this argument will make more sense to you than if you haven't, but I think you can enjoy the moment without having read it. I'm pretty sure I filled in the gaps well enough. Anyway: more stuff I wrote basically by accident.
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Sometimes hanging around with smugglers and thieves, with spice runners and gun runners, with crime bosses and henchmen could make a man less trusting. That had certainly been the effect that life had had on Han Solo. He had some pals in the game- some acquaintances, a few men, women, and members of non-binary species who he figured were a little less likely to shove a vibroblade between his ribs than others. But there had been no one save his Wookiee copilot who he had really come to trust in his years of smuggling.

Other smugglers in particular, being both cunning criminals and cocky pilots all at the same time, were known to glorify their exploits when recounting them at a later date. This was why no one seemed to believe Solo when he claimed that his freighter had managed to calculate the notorious Kessel Run down to just shy of twelve parsescs. That number seemed impossible, and smugglers were known to exaggerate their own piloting prowess.

But one casual buddy of his had just told Han Solo a story that seemed incredible enough to be true. It was a crazy story; a recounting of an insane, desperate, selfless-to-the-point-of-suicidal plan that had been cooked up by a certain princess of his acquaintance. And he had to find out if it was true.

Leia had slipped away during the reception following the medal ceremony two days after he and Luke Skywalker had blown the Death Star. Within a day, and without so much as a wave farewell, she had taken off with Evaan Verlaine, an Alderaani pilot who rumor had it didn't care for the princess much. No one knew where she had taken off to, or what she'd gone to do. Reaction on the base had run the gamut from anger to worry to understanding. Han Solo's own reaction had been all of that and then some. But if the report that he'd just gotten from an old smuggler pal of what had gone on had even a kernel of truth to it, then he really wasn't sure how he was going to feel about it.

So he figured he'd just have to ask her highness himself. He hadn't seen a whole lot of her since she'd so unceremoniously shown back up on base a few weeks ago. They'd eaten together a few times, and she'd been party to a card game that he'd wound up joining late into the night just a day after she'd returned. But it had seemed like she hadn't wanted to talk about it, so he'd decided that he wouldn't make her. She'd seemed to appreciate that he hadn't asked her anything about her time away.

He'd had every intention of keeping it that way. He'd said that he would be her friend, and he wanted to live up to that. He'd made it clear that he would listen to her when she was ready to talk about things, but that he wasn't going to force her to have any conversation she wasn't ready to have.

But that was before this trip to Nar Shadda. One hold full of emergency rations and raw foodstuffs and a few pints at the local pub later and he'd be damned if he wasn't about to find out what Leia had been up to while she was away. Because if the story his old pal had just told him was even half true, then he figured she had it coming to her to hear what a rotten, no good, terrible idea she'd had and that she was damned lucky to still be alive after having had it.

When he'd brought _The Millennium Falcon_ in for a landing, he'd though to check with base control as to the day and time on Yavin IV. With the base itself being packed to move and nearly the entire complement working double shifts as a result, it had become hard to tell such things from the activity in the hangar. Han was pleased to learn that it was mid-morning on a weekday. He knew exactly where he would find her highnessness.

The first few times he'd found himself headed to Leia's office, Han had thought that he'd never really learn the way. The corridors of the old temple that served as headquarters were labyrinthine and confusing, and Leia's assigned workspace was right in the center of the place. But after the first couple of visits, he'd gotten the route pretty much figured out, and so it was no challenge finding the door on the right hallway today.

Solo knocked twice at the unlatched door before pushing it open enough to poke his head inside. Leia was as he had often found her, sitting behind her desk and frowning intently at a series of datapads lined up on the desk before her. She looked up when she heard the knock and smiled when she recognized Han in her doorway. "You're back," she greeted him, gesturing with her hand for him to come into the office. She'd been stuck in there pretty constantly since coming back from her rogue mission away and she had been glad for the break from paperwork that her few and far between visitors had offered. Solo came through the door, careful to shut it behind him until it latched. He had a feeling that this conversation was about to get a bit intense and he'd hate for anyone to walk in on it.

"Just landed," he answered. "They're unloading the cargo now. Good news," he added, "we won't starve." Leia chuckled.

"Tell me there was porra nut juice," she encouraged. Leia had made the special request to Han personally before he had taken off on this supply run. The bright pink sour-sweet juice was a favorite of the princess's and she'd even promised to pay him back double its cost if he could manage to procure her some.

"Eleven cases," he answered. Leia's smile brightened. The smuggler smiled back at her, but kind of hated himself for it. Because he knew that he wouldn't be able to keep up the pleasantries for long.

"So it was a good trip, then," she surmised, likely referring to the steep fee he was about to collect from her for such a large quantity of her favorite juice. Han nodded.

"Yeah," he answered plainly. "Ran into an old acquaintance of mine out at Nar Shadda," he told her, beginning to broach the subject he'd actually come here to discuss. "Nien Numb," he stated the Sullustan's name as though it might elicit an instant confession from the princess.

"Oh," Leia asked, her face still set in a pleasant smile. Han shook his head. Not a lot of things could get her highness to smile like that, and he really did hate that he was about to spoil it. "How is Nien?" she asked. Leia liked Nien Numb. The Sullustan had proved quite helpful to her in her quest to unite the survivors of Alderaan. And knowing his usual line of work and his piloting prowess, it was no surprise to her to hear that he was acquainted with Han Solo. Han shoved his hands in to his pockets and frowned. Nodding his head, he answered.

"About the same as usual," the smuggler told her. "Finding a way to get drunk on another man's dime."

"That doesn't sound like the Nien I know," she said back.

"Oh, don't let his other skills fool you, highness- the guy knows his way around a cantina," Han assured the princess. "But anyway," he continued, getting back to his original purpose in coming here, "He says to me 'I hear that you've been hanging around the rebel alliance' and I say 'yeah, I've made a coupla runs for those guys. It's kind of a nice change to be working for an honest client'. And then he asks me if I'd met Princess Leia, and he says, 'if you haven't you should- you'd like her'. And so I'm trying to figure out what to say back- 'cause there's a difference between liking a guy and trusting him and I'm not about to give you away to someone I'm not sure isn't trying to collect a reward. But then he tells me the most incredible story. He tells me all about how he helped the princess gather the scattered citizens of Alderaan and how she walked right into imperial custody in exchange for someone they were holding prisoner and how he and a droid got her out of it. Is that all true?" he asked sharply. "'Cause Nien's been known to spin a yarn…."

"It's true," Leia answered quietly, looking him squarely in the eye for a moment before looking back at her datapad, clearly hoping that was the end of the conversation- but surely knowing that it was not. Han shook his head and let out an angry sigh.

"Would you mind telling me what in a thousand hells you were thinking?" He asked. Leia sighed and shook her head. Hadn't she already had to explain all of this to Dodonna and to Mon Mothma? Hadn't they already punished her enough for following her conscience and doing what she thought was right when they'd sidelined her from the action and saddled her to this desk? She had lost the trust of the Alliance High Command, she'd been told. And just when she thought she had nothing left to lose, here came one of the few people in the galaxy who she considered a friend to further pour salt in her wounds. But with friends, unlike with superior officers, she didn't _have to_ explain anything.

"I don't owe you any explanation," she answered coolly. "I have explained myself as best I could to high command and I don't feel the need to justify my actions to the likes of you."

"The likes of…?" Han shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. "Listen, your worshipfulness," he sniped at her. "I'm sure you feel like you had every right to run off and do whatever you went out there to do- leaving the rest of us to worry ourselves sick. Do you know that Luke actually _cried_?"

"He…?" Leia heard herself utter. It was true that she hadn't thought to consider how her absence might have effected those she'd left on Yavin Base, the need to safeguard the remaining citizens of Alderaan had been too pressing at the time.

"Yeah," Han answered flatly. "And a lot of other people were pretty damned worried. Nobody knew where you were or what you were doing."

"Dodonna knew what I was doing," she defended. "I left him a message."

"Well he wasn't talking to the rest of us," Han countered. "So half the base was worried sick that you were going to do something stupid and suicidal."

"And you?" she asked. This was a point of genuine curiosity. Of everyone she'd been around in the weeks since the destruction of her home world, Solo had come to be the person she could most count on to treat her like a capable, competent person and not like the delicate bereaved princess that other people seemed to want her to be. Han shrugged.

"Well," he answered sternly, "I had to keep my concerns to myself," he said, "seeing as I was the only person who had any idea of how sick you could have gotten." Leia shrugged her shoulders. Han had a point. He was the only person who had any idea about what had gone on during her interrogation aboard the Death Star. She'd let it slip that she'd been tortured, and he'd helped her out with a pain patch the day of the medal ceremony to mask some of the residual effects. He'd known about standard Imperial interrogation procedures from his time in the Navy; so even though he'd never asked her details, his guesses had been educated and largely correct. She was glad, at least, that he'd kept what he knew in confidence. Of all the people she wouldn't have guessed she could trust with a secret, Han Solo had certainly turned out to surprise her.

"I'm fine," she assured him. "I haven't had any trouble."

"Dumb luck," he countered, still shaking his head. "But aside from that very particular worry that I couldn't tell anybody about, I tried to take your side," he told her. "I said that you probably had your reasons, and that you could take care of yourself. I was just so sure that you weren't going to go and do something stupid and then here I find out that's exactly what you did! I'm not sure which one of us is dumber," he exclaimed. "You for going off and nearly getting yourself killed or me for thinking that you knew better!"

"They were being hunted, Han," she rebutted. "The Empire was trying to wipe out what little was left, and…."

"No," he interrupted, "not that. That part makes sense. That part I can understand." He took a step closer to her and threw his hands in the air. "The part I don't get is where you turned yourself over to the Empire." He recalled with fury the excitement with which his Sullustan buddy had recounted the fearless princess and their daring escape aboard a smuggled shuttle craft. "The part that I can't seem to wrap my brain around," he continued, "is the part where you were about to march willingly to your own execution."

"It was an exchange," she explained. "The only way we knew that they'd let her go was if I came in her place. I had to get her away from them," Leia stressed. "I had to get Tula out of there."

"You had to?" Han challenged.

"I did," she affirmed. "We had a plan," she insisted. "We had a plan and it worked," she emphasized.

"More dumb luck!" Solo countered. "Because no plan has ever gone horribly wrong, has it?" he asked her smugly. "No, that's not something that could possibly happen. "Right?" he asked angrily, "nobody ever gets boarded and then captured and hauled aboard an Imperial installation, and…."

"Han," she snapped, interrupting his train of thought. It didn't matter, though, they both knew where it was headed.

"No," he said back to her, pointing his finger into her face. "No. No you did not have to do that. You decided to do what felt right to you in that moment- to risk your life for this one person without any regard for all of the other people who were counting on you."

"What are you talking about?" she asked him impatiently. "Nobody's counting on me," she insisted. "Dodonna says to be a good little princess and sit still and be quiet and grieve like a respectable daughter should. Well, I can't do that!" she snapped. "I can't do as they say and sit still in a respectful silence while horrible things are happening to people who don't deserve it and there's something that I can do to make it stop!"

"You have no idea," he exhorted. He was amazed at the revelation, but knew that it was the truth all the same. Leia literally had no clue what her place was. It was true that Alliance High Command hadn't made much good use of her since the destruction of the Death Star, but he had somehow missed that she was floundering so badly.

"Enlighten me, Captain," she spat, "what is it I don't know. What is it that I have no idea about?"

"Any of it," he answered plainly. "You have no idea who you are or what your place is in this whole business."

"Oh, you think you know me so well," she chided. In all honesty, he probably knew her better than just about anyone left living, but she hated hearing such ugly truth out of his mouth or anyone else's.

"I know this," he said back to her firmly. "I know that you jumped to doing the immediate, good, selfless thing without thinking beyond that moment. I know that you were brave and daring and crazy enough to turn yourself in to the Empire that's ready to kill you even though that's exactly not what rest of the survivors of Alderaan need!"

"Oh, please," she shouted, her cool façade finally breaking as she pounded both of her fists on her desk and looked at him with all the venom in her eyes that she could muster. "Why don't you tell me," she shouted, "since you know all about what the survivors of Alderaan need!"

"I didn't say I know what they need," he corrected gruffly, "I said I know what they _don't_ need! And what they don't need," he emphasized, "is another martyr!" Leia felt whatever sharp retort she had ready seize up on her tongue. She was, for maybe the first time she could recall, rendered speechless. "Huh?" Han encouraged, nodding his head and stepping close enough that his thighs were pressing into the edge of her desk. "Yeah," he affirmed, "they've got plenty of those already; about two billion of 'em last count I saw." Han balled his hands in to fists and leaned against them halfway across her desk top. "One more's not going to do them any good, your highness," he informed her sternly. "You want to do some good?" he asked quietly. "You wanna help those people? Then you've gotta be their living, breathing, fighting damned princess; not some generous, benevolent pacifist who'll lower her head and march to her death with dignity. No!" he exclaimed, pounding a fist against her desk top so hard that it hurt, but not daring to cease his momentum to acknowledge it. "You've gotta be that pissed off freedom fighter who Darth stinking Vader himself couldn't break and you've gotta keep sticking it to the Empire every chance you get. Every day that you're alive and fighting is a kick in the teeth to those monsters who destroyed Alderaan. And if you think that your people don't see it that way, then you're more out of touch than I thought. If you want to," he offered, "you can go back and ask them. I'll fly you there myself," he told her. "We can leave right now. I've got nothing stopping me. Let them get that cargo off my ship and I'm free and clear to take off whenever you'd like."

"I had to protect them!" she exclaimed, standing from her seat and beginning to pace behind her desk. "Every one of them," she added. "One at a time or a thousand at once, it doesn't matter. They're my responsibility! Each of them and all of them; it's my fault that they were in danger," she asserted. "It's my fault that all of this happened in the first place." Leia felt her whole body tense. She had never said that out loud to anyone. She hadn't even really been able to admit it to herself; but there it was. Alderaan was gone; and it was all her fault.

"Whoa," Han exhorted, moving to intercept her. He stepped away from her desk and around to the side until he was able to catch her by her shoulders and stop her pacing. "It is not your fault, Leia," he stated firmly. "None of what happened was your fault. Look at me," he instructed. Leia shook her head, her gaze fixed firmly downward. Even though she was looking away, Han could see her lower lip beginning to tremble.

"It was because of me," she shared. "They did what they did because of me. I was right there," she told him. "It was because I joined the Alliance, because I volunteered to intercept the Death Star plans; because I wouldn't give up the base," she continued.

"No," Han countered. "That's not why."

"I was standing right there," she recalled, her voice growing strident, as though she was desperate for him to believe her.

"They made you watch," he surmised. Leia nodded as a tear fell from her eye onto her cheek. But she still refused to look at him.

"It was because I was there," she whispered. "So many people lost everything," she continued. "So much death. All because of me."

"No, Leia," Solo countered pulling her toward him. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed. "What happened wasn't because of you," he insisted. "It happened because of _them._ Because Vader and, what's his name...?" he tried to recall the name of the man who he'd heard was in command of the Death Star when it blew. "Tarkin," he remembered after a moment, "and the Emperor. They did what they did because they're evil, horrible people. What happened was no one's fault but theirs. They destroy things, Leia," he stressed, "that's what they do." Han felt Leia sob against his chest. It was the first time he'd ever seen her cry. He wondered if it might be the first time anyone had seen her cry since her ordeal aboard the Death Star. She'd forced herself to be strong and to carry on. Had it really been that she'd been blaming herself this whole time? Had she thought she didn't have the luxury of grief because she was the cause of it all? He shook his head and held her tighter.

"But I was…" she began to argue.

"A convenient excuse," Han finished her sentence for her.

"They destroyed Alderaan," she said. How could he not understand that they had destroyed her planet because she was their princess? How could he not understand that they had destroyed her home because of who she was and where she was and all that she had done to work against them? How could he not see that it had been her fault that all of it had happened?

"Because they hated it," he cut her off again. "Because they hate anything that's beautiful and peaceful and inclusive and that doesn't need their jack-booted thugs to maintain order."

"But they said…" she countered.

"So you're gonna start believing what the Empire tells you now, Leia?" he challenged. He felt her forehead drop against his chest as heavy sobs began to overtake her. "Shhhh," he comforted. "That's all right. Let it out," he encouraged her. Han felt Leia's arms wrap around his waist as her warm tears began to soak through the linen of his shirt. "You didn't cause it, Leia," he whispered, beginning to rock her back and forth as both of his arms held her tightly. They stayed there for a moment; Han silently holding the princess, rocking her slowly as she wept inconsolably in his arms. "You didn't cause it," he repeated after a moment, "and you didn't deserve it." Leia sobbed again, heavily, decisively. But then she pushed against him, turning away and retreating from his embrace.

He let her go. He'd learned a while ago that trying to hold on to Leia when she didn't want him to was a quick way to rouse her ire. And he hadn't come in here to make her mad- not really. He especially didn't want to upset her further now. Leia took two steps away from him and stopped, wrapping her arms around herself and hanging her head. "I can't…" she began.

"I know," he said back softly, daring to approach her again. He set his hands on her shoulders gently- softly enough that she could easily have shrugged them off. But she didn't. "Evil exists," he affirmed, "and you can't keep it from existing." He moved closer to her and squeezed her shoulders as he continued. "All you can do is keep fighting. All you can do," he repeated as he moved his hands to rub the goosebumps on her upper arms, "is beat them back every chance you can- is make their influence less and less until the galaxy is a better off place than it would have been without you. That's what you do," he told her frankly. "That's what you do maybe better than anyone else. That's why the price on your head's so high," he added. "Because no one beats them back like you do. No one has ever conquered them quite the way that you have." He heard her sniffle and reached into his pocket, bringing forth a handkerchief that he'd had there since bloodying his knuckles on an ignition connection trying to leave Nar Shadda. It wasn't the cleanest the cloth had ever been, but at least it wasn't a shop rag. Leia took the hanky and blotted her eyes with it.

"Two billion people I wasn't able to save," she whispered. "I had to do what I could to save the ones who were left." With his hands on her shoulders, Han turned her to face him again. She moved at his suggestion and, to his surprise, stepped closer. She wrapped her arms around him and lay the side of her face against his chest.

"And you did that," he affirmed, embracing her in return with his arms around her shoulders and his cheek against the top of her head. "But now you've got to be smart about fighting for their future," he added. "You've got to stay alive to fight another day. Because there's no one else fighting for them like you are," he reminded her. "I know you would die for them," he said. "But they need you to live for them."

"That's harder," she whispered.

"Yeah, it is," he allowed, holding her tighter. "And you don't deserve it," he added, repeating his earlier words. "You didn't cause any of this. None of it, Leia- not the tiniest bit of this is your fault. You've just been doing the best you can in a messed up situation, same as everybody else; same as Mon Mothma and Dodonna and same as your father did when he was alive." He stepped back just far enough to look down at her. And to his surprise, she was looking up at him- meeting his gaze for the first time since he'd made her angry. "Nobody blames you, Leia," he assured her. "You've gotta stop blaming yourself." Han moved his hands to the princess's shoulders. "You're a big damned hero," he said, shaking her shoulders a little to lighten the mood. "You're such a big damned hero that you're the one they make hang the medals on all of us lesser heroes." Leia couldn't help herself but to chuckle at that.

"I wouldn't go so far as all of that," she joked back, taking a step away from Han and blotting her eyes again with the handkerchief he'd handed her. She wasn't sure that she would ever stop blaming herself for what had happened to her home world, but it was nice to hear that other people didn't seem to. And it was doubly nice to hear it from someone who had so far never said anything to her just because it was what she wanted to hear. Han wasn't the kind of person to lie to spare her feelings. If his estimation was that people were blaming her, he'd likely have said _so what, screw 'em_ but he wouldn't have lied and told her otherwise.

"Well, I would," he told her flatly.

"Well," Leia said back, taking another step away from him as she headed back to her desk. "How apt am I to trust the judgement of a mercenary spice smuggler who won't even commit to being here in another week?" she asked. Since the day he'd met her, Leia had more than hinted that she wanted him to hang around. At first, he'd figured that she'd been out to recruit anyone with any reasonable skill that might be of use to the Alliance. But more and more as the weeks had worn on he'd been guessing that she mostly appreciated having someone around who didn't expect her to be Princess Leia all the time. It sometimes made her mad as hell when he didn't defer to her automatically, but other times he was pretty sure that she liked having someone around who was willing to challenge her. If he had to guess, that was probably one of the reasons she's taken Verlaine with her on her mission to connect the surviving Alderaani and not some pilot who worshiped the ground she walked on.

"How 'bout this," he proposed, walking the few steps to plop himself down into one of the oddly-shaped chairs facing her desk. "Another week," he stated. "One standard week I swear to hang around," he told her.

"You'll commit to a week?" she asked him dubiously. Han shrugged his shoulders.

"Why not?" he replied. "I wasn't kidding before when I said it's a nice change of pace to be working for decent beings for once. You want a week?" he asked, "you've got it." Leia smiled and nodded as she sat back down behind her desk.

"Well, all right," she said back. "Welcome aboard, Captain Solo," she joked. Han laughed softly at her jocularity. He was glad she was okay. The heaving sobs from earlier seemed to have left her entirely. At this moment she was every bit the pleasant princess that she'd been when he came in. It was something he would probably always wonder about her- that ability she had to feel so deeply and yet to pack it away when the need arose. She was a mystery, this princess, and one that Han Solo wasn't sure he would ever be able to solve.

"How 'bout a drink to celebrate?" he asked her, the tenor of the conversation returning to their normal. "I've got eleven cases of porra nut juice and a bottle of Mandalorian tuber spirit back aboard the _Falcon_," he said. "I bet it'd make a hell of a cocktail."

"Han," she scoffed, "it's barely lunch time. I am not going to have a cocktail."

"After work then," he proposed. Leia looked at him dubiously and bit her lip.

"Tuber spirit and porra nut juice?" she asked, considering the proposition carefully. It did sound like it could be delicious, and she liked the idea of letting her hair down a little. That was the nice thing about her friendship with Solo- she hadn't any secrets from him. And as much as he didn't mind getting in her face in an argument, he'd never held anything sacred against her. She had a feeling that, deep down underneath all of that blue language and swagger, he was a genuinely decent human being. After all, he'd come back to help battle the Death Star against what he'd said many a time was his better judgment.

And she had a whole week now to appeal to that decent man to get him to hang around longer. "I'll even track down some ice," he added by way of enticement. Leia's eyebrows went up and she couldn't help but smile. She had already been intrigued by the idea of a drink, but a _cold _drink was enough to seal the deal.

"It's a date," she agreed. Han smiled at her and regarded the datapads on her desk.

"I'll see you when you're done with all of this," he said, wrinkling his nose at the large pile of paperwork on her desk.

"I'll never be done with this," she assured him. "It's all they'll trust me to do these days."

"They'll get over it," he assured her, standing back up to prepare to leave. "You're too valuable to waste in here. Sorry you're being bored to death while they figure that out. Maybe I can angle for some sort of supply run that needs supervising," he suggested, "get you out from behind your desk for a while." Leia frowned.

"Babysit you on a supply run?" she asked dubiously, then shook her head. "Yes," she agreed firmly and immediately. "Please go work on that," she implored. Han laughed as he turned to go. She really must be aching to get back into action if the idea of a few days aboard the _Falcon_ with him and Chewie had sounded good to her.

"See you later," he said in parting as he opened the door to leave.

"See you tonight," she answered, "with ice," she added insistently.

"Yes, your highnessness," Han mocked in reply.

"Would you get out of here, please?" she implored. "I have work to do."

"As you wish, your worship," he retorted, pulling the door shut behind him as he went. Leia shook her head and sighed.

That certainly hadn't been how she thought the morning would go. It had been the first time she'd let herself cry since she'd escaped the Death Star. She wasn't proud of it, but the breakdown had been a long time coming. And she wasn't proud that she'd wept so profoundly in front of Solo. But, then again, if anyone understood her at this point it was probably him. He was, after all, the only person living who had a real idea of what she'd gone through.

And now he was the only person who she'd confessed her guilt over the loss of Alderaan to. And he'd done his best to absolve her of it. Still, she'd probably be a little embarrassed of the whole episode when she thought about it later. For now, though, she tried very hard not to focus on it. Instead, she thought about ice cold porra nut juice spiked with tuber spirits and the suddenly very real possibility of getting out from behind her desk.

Liquor and juice and a change of scenery; no one could blame her for liking that idea.
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P.S. I love reviews. In case you were wondering...

-MQ


End file.
